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Motivation and Low-proficiency Learner Archetypes: A 




This paper is an attempt at combining teacher journaling with retrodictive qualitative modelling 
(RQM), a technique developed by Dörnyei (as cited in Chan, Dörnyei, & Henry, 2015) for 
observing motivational patterns over time. The paper begins with an explanation of RQM and 
background information regarding L2 students in Japan. Next, two low-proficiency university 
students are profiled with a focus on their respective learner archetypes and the methods used to 
motivate them. Motivational and methodological lessons learned by applying RQM are then 
compared. Finally, alternative techniques to preempt future motivational issues are discussed. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The first lesson of English Discussion Class (EDC) is about to begin. Two students approach my 
desk and, in a mix of Japanese and English, explain that they will fail the class because they are 
baseball players. Sure enough, they do not return to class that semester and subsequently fail the 
course. Amotivation within language learners is caused by a lack of both intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation, resulting in a desire to quit an activity (Noels, Pelletier, Clement, & Vallerand, 2003). 
However, Kikuchi (2015) notes that while amotivated language learners will stop coming to class 
if they cannot find any reason to keep attending, demotivated learners will continue to attend and 
engage in activities if they feel like it. For the average demotivated student, there is still one form 
of extrinsic motivation—the need to pass the course, thus fulfilling a university requirement. Still, 
motivation to pass does not necessarily mean motivation to learn a language, and as a result, 
demotivated students aim to do just enough to get course credit. 
 I would describe the majority of my students as either motivated or highly motivated, but 
after coming in contact with a few demotivated students, I – like all teachers – find myself eager 
to remotivate them, awakening within them a desire to use language as a tool to express themselves 
as members of a global society. In order to better understand how these students became 
demotivated, one must understand their language-study history. According to Ushioda (2013), 
high-school education in Japan “is typically characterized as ‘exam hell’ (juken jigoku), and the 
English that is studied is grammar-focused ‘English for exams’ (juken eigo), with minimal 
attention paid to the development of communication skills” (p. 5). However, university students 
enter into “four years of ‘leisure-land’ existence, as they are released from exam hell and face few 
real incentives or pressures to work hard, since progression and graduation are effectively 
guaranteed in a system where university name value carries more weight than quality of individual 
academic performance” (p. 5). This transition from exam hell to leisure-land creates what is 
described by Berwick and Ross (as cited in Ushioda, 2013) as “a motivational wasteland,” (p. 6) 
and studies by Warrington and Jeffrey (as cited in Ushioda, 2013) conclude that students who are 
not adequately prepared to use English for communication can become “confused and 
overwhelmed by the change,” making them “passive and demotived in English classes at 
university.” (p. 8) For their entire academic careers, the main L2 goal for most Japanese students’ 
has been to pass their university entrance exams, but when “the reason for learning the language 
is taken away, there is no incentive to continue engagement in the learning process” (Noels, 
Pelletier, Clement, & Vallerand, 2003, p. 39). This is further compounded by a study from Kimura, 
Nakata, and Okumura (2001) that points out how some EFL learners in Japan may prefer teacher-
centered language classes, so the transition to student-centered discussions like those held at EDC 
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may inadvertently create negative anxiety resulting in inactivity in class and a loss of interest in 
foreign languages. It is clear that the transition from high school to university-level L2 classes is 
far more challenging for our students than it might at first appear. 
 To better understand this issue, I decided to keep a teaching journal focusing on students 
lacking in motivation. Having recently read a study of learner archetypes by Chan, Dörnyei, and 
Henry (2015), I became intrigued by the idea of using retrodictive qualitative modelling (RQM) 
to observe motivational patterns in low-proficiency students. Retrodiction is a reversal of the way 
in which research is traditionally conducted, for “instead of the usual forward pointing ‘pre-
diction’, we pursue ‘retro-diction’ by tracking back to the reasons why the system might have 
ended up with a particular outcome, thus producing a retrospective qualitative model of its 
evolution” (p. 240). Dörnyei’s three-step RQM process (as cited in Chan, Dörnyei, & Henry, 
2015) is as follows: (1) identify student archetypes through social categorization based on 
“cognitive, emotional, and motivational components (e.g. motivated + low-proficiency + 
unconfident)” (2) identify the students who fit each archetype and (3) use interviews for qualitative 
data analysis “to identify the significant components of the classroom’s motivational setup and to 
shed light on the main underlying pattern – or the system’s signature dynamics – that produced 
the observed system outcomes” (pp. 241-242). For the purpose of my study, I used Chan’s pre-
generated archetypes, focusing on Yoshi 1  ‘the happy-go-lucky student with low English 
proficiency’ and Ryo ‘the unmotivated student with poor English proficiency.’ However, in place 
of student interviews, I relied on the qualitative content of my teaching journal, which noted things 




Group A / Yoshi - The Happy-go-Lucky Student with Low English Proficiency 
This archetype [is] represented by someone who is highly motivated in general and 
enjoys going to school, but someone who at the same time struggles with English and 
keeps having to ask questions in order to understand what is happening in the class. 
Although their grades are relatively poor, their emotional stability and happy-go-lucky 
disposition allow them to move beyond their failures. As a result, setbacks in their 
schoolwork do not seem to frustrate them. (Chan, Dörnyei, & Henry, 2015, p. 244) 
 
It was clear Group A liked to socialize because before the first lesson began, most students had 
introduced themselves and were chatting together in Japanese. The problem, though, was that 
Group A frequently used L1 in class, especially when they lacked the precise L2 vocabulary or 
wanted to use humor. I encouraged L2 humor and introduced ways to check understanding using 
body language to support communication. Still, L1 usage persisted, and as a result, the phrases to 
check understanding remained on the board until lesson 4. I found myself regularly reminding 
students to use “English only,” a phrase that was losing power over time. 
 By lesson 5, things were improving, but Yoshi still struggled. His listening skills were far 
lower than those of his classmates, so he idly observed discussions, smiling and swiveling his head 
like a spectator at a tennis match, but when asked his opinion, he whispered in L1 to confirm what 
was being discussed. I had spoken with a colleague about whether it was realistic to expect 100% 
L2 usage and realized I needed to distinguish between acceptable, unacceptable, and preventable 
L1 usage. For example, I was willing to overlook instances in which L1 was used to help 
classmates with task directions but remained firm with regard to clarifying unknown words and 
                                                   
1 Student names are pseudonyms. 
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off-topic L1 chatting. Furthermore, leaving the phrase “Can I borrow a pen?” beneath the date 
circumvented L1 use during quizzes. After differentiating L1 usage, I noticed a change in Yoshi, 
who began participating with more confidence than before. However, in keeping with the lesson’s 
scaffolding, students were given the goal to use 100% L2 in the final 10- and 16-minute 
discussions, which they were able to do. 
 By the end of lesson 6, things came a bit unraveled. During the 16-minute discussion, 
instructors are expected to monitor without intervening. However, halfway into the discussion, 
Yoshi’s group broke into unrelated L1 chatting, which soon spread to the second group. After I 
stopped and restarted the activity, things once again broke down. In my feedback, I reminded them 
of the course goals and, with all of the sincerity of a disappointed-dad speech, emphasized that I 
knew they could do better, but only if they put in the effort. There was quiet, and I could tell they 
understood because after class, they began overzealously straightening up the room. 
 From lesson 7 onward, there was a dramatic shift in both attitude and performance, 
especially with regard to teamwork and L2 usage. In the final discussion, Yoshi’s group applauded 
when he successfully used a function phrase to add an interesting idea to the discussion. His smile 
was enormous, and thanks to the encouragement of his peers, he began participating more in lesson 
8. For Group A, watching Yoshi succeed had become more fun than chatting in L1. In my 
feedback, I reiterated that their success was the direct result of their effort. 
 Things continued to improve, and in lesson 9’s discussion test, everyone rallied around 
Yoshi, vocally celebrating when he succeeded and helping him when he struggled. Compared to 
his first discussion test, Yoshi had twice as many speaking turns. From that point forward, it was 
clear that we all had a shared sense of what success should look like. 
 
Group B / Ryo - The Unmotivated Student with Poor English Proficiency 
This student type is…reserved, withdrawn, lazy and lacking motivation. Students 
belonging to this category are also said to be unhappy and lack confidence in their 
abilities. Teachers see them as difficult and their work as substandard. What makes them 
different...is that they have lower-than-average language learning abilities even in a 
regular (i.e. non-elite) class. (Chan, Dörnyei, & Henry, 2015, pp. 244-245) 
 
 At the start of the first lesson, Group B showed little interest in communicating with one 
another, even in their L1. It was clear that motivation would be an issue because, when asked to 
stand up for a get-to-know-you game, many students seemed as if they had to peel themselves 
from their tables in order to stand, and there was a lot of foot dragging while changing groups. 
Still, despite some initial hesitation, most were receptive to feedback and praise. One highly 
motivated student made a great effort to help others who struggled, but it was Ryo who adamantly 
rejected such help, typically by mumbling ‘wakannai’ (“I don’t understand”) and avoiding eye 
contact. I made sure to support him, but when I monitored other groups, he returned to a 
disengaged state, avoiding speaking turns when possible. After lesson 3, I spoke with him after 
class, telling him I was willing to help, but he needed to make more of an effort in terms of 
participation. Still, Ryo continued to follow the same pattern of starting off slowly, especially 
during fluency activities, engaging in tasks depending on his level of interest, and growing tired 
by the end of the first discussion. 
 In lesson 5, there was a discussion test, and Ryo made more of an effort in the practice 
discussions, proving he was motivated by not failing. In the end, he performed far better than he 
had in all previous lessons. In lesson 6, he continued to show improvement. I slightly modified 
the lesson, opting for a deep-end style presentation rather than a Test-Teach-Test to increase the 
probability of success in hopes of motivating students for the practice stage of the lesson. The use 
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of poker chips sparked Ryo’s interest, which was apparent from his smile and engagement in the 
practice activities, and the model provided made it easier for him to use the function phrases to 
collect poker chips. Also, just as I had with Group A, I began differentiating between the kinds of 
L1 being used, which had a positive effect on the class atmosphere. 
 As the complexity of the topics increased in lesson 7, things took a turn for the worse. Most 
students had not prepared well for class, so the highest quiz score was 3 out of 8 points. Many 
struggled with key concepts introduced in the homework reading and Ryo was often disengaged. 
As with Group A, I expressed my sincere belief that they could improve with effort, emphasizing 
class preparation. However, in lesson 8, their quiz scores dropped to 2, 1, and even 0. Most 
disturbingly, Ryo began circling answers at random without looking at his quiz paper. As this was 
a review lesson, students were familiar with the function phrases, but many still struggled with 
content. With performance levels decreasing, I began feeling pressure to preserve the 10- and 16-
minute discussions. In hindsight, I realized time pressure had been affecting my feedback, 
compounding problems later on. I knew I needed to rethink my strategy. 
 After talking with a Program Manager, I returned with a new approach in lesson 9. Firstly, 
I noticed Ryo and others had not been checking their grades, so had them do so at the start of class. 
I reminded them again that improvement came with practice and effort. Secondly, I made a 
conscious effort not to let time pressure affect me. I set clear goals before each task and provided 
immediate corrective feedback as necessary. During feedback sessions, I focused on one specific 
example of successful function use, which could be used as a model, or in cases where 
improvements were needed, elicited corrections on the board. I felt anything more than one piece 
of corrective feedback was simply overloading them, causing them to tune me out. After each goal 
was mastered, a new one was added. Later that lesson, when a student struggled to express an 
idea, I was surprised to hear Ryo say “Fight!” to encourage him not to give up. From that point 
on, I noticed a change in Ryo’s attitude and overall performance. He began listening more 
carefully to feedback, made an effort to use what he had learned, and seemed more receptive to 
praise. Although his quiz scores never improved and he still at times displayed an unwillingness 
to communicate, he had become far more active in class activities and made a concentrated effort 
to achieve task goals. 
 
Yoshi and Ryo: A Comparison of Signature Dynamics 
From the beginning, Yoshi and Ryo both struggled to keep up with their higher-proficiency 
classmates but differed in their ways of dealing with challenges. While Yoshi tried to remain 
engaged using body language to feign understanding, Ryo quickly shut down and displayed a lack 
of willingness to communicate (WTC). According to MacIntyre, Clement, Dörnyei, and Noels (as 
cited in Yashima, 2012), L2 WTC is defined as the “readiness to enter into discourse at a particular 
time with a specific person or persons,” (p. 121). Yashima attributes L2 WTC to various factors 
such as integrativeness, attitudes towards the learning situation, perceived communicative 
competence, security, excitement, responsibility, self-confidence, group size, group cohesion, and 
teacher support. While Yoshi and Ryo both seemed to lack the self-confidence to speak, probably 
due to their perceived communicative competence in comparison to their classmates, Yoshi 
displayed more L2 WTC due to his sense of security, or “a feeling of being free of fear in L2 
communication, a condition that is shaped mainly by relative familiarity among interlocutors and 
familiarity with the topic” (p. 125). Unlike Ryo, Yoshi not only prepared well for class but also 
humbly reached out to his classmates for help, most likely due to a strong sense of group cohesion. 
However, Ryo’s lack of L2 WTC seemed more hinged on integrativeness, which Gardner and 
MacIntyre (as cited in Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011) describe as “motivation to learn a foreign 
language” or the “willingness and interest in social interaction with members of other groups” (p. 
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42). This is perhaps due in part to Ryo’s major, for in the Sports & Wellness department, there 
may be less of a need for second language acquisition (SLA) than for business majors like Yoshi. 
However, without more detailed qualitative data such as student interviews, it would be difficult 
to accurately assess one’s integrative motive. 
 One thing that did not serve to motivate my low-proficiency students was a rigid policy 
regarding L2 use. While it may be the preferred method of English instruction at most Japanese 
institutions, Auerbach and Schweers (as cited in Carson & Kashihara, 2012) state that for Japanese 
students like Ryo taking compulsory L2 courses without a perceived practical need for SLA, 
“using the L2 exclusively in the classroom could not only lower motivation and morale, but also 
invite feelings of rejection, alienation and denigration of their own language and culture” (p. 42). 
Others like Norman believe that without the ability to use L1 as a tool at some times, students may 
become “unresponsive, inattentive, and unwilling to speak in class” whereas Nation and Meyer 
note that some “will not speak out of fear of embarrassment” (p. 42). To be clear, I’m not 
suggesting that students freely use L1 at any given time, but an inflexible policy regarding L2 use 
only seemed to decrease motivation for my low-proficiency students. By differentiating between 
the kinds of L1 being used, I noticed an immediate change in Yoshi and Ryo’s WTC along with a 
positive shift in class atmosphere, teamwork, attitude, and motivation. 
 Before working on this RQM journal, I was under the impression that Ryo was amotivated 
since he demonstrated little extrinsic motivation (EM) such as grade motivation. However, he did 
at times display one form of intrinsic motivation (IM) described by Vallerand (as cited in Noels, 
Pelletier, Clement, & Vallerand, 2003) as IM-Stimulation, or the motivation generated through 
fun and exciting tasks. Ryo was unconcerned about his daily class grade, but if an activity looked 
interesting or fun, he was intrinsically motivated to participate until he no longer found the task 
stimulating. Schumann’s theory of stimulus appraisal (as cited in Dörnyei, 2003) attributes IM-
Stimulation to “novelty (degree of unexpectedness/familiarity), pleasantness (attractiveness), 
goal/need significance (whether the stimulus is instrumental in satisfying needs or achieving 
goals), coping potential (whether the individual expects to be able to cope with the event), and 
self- and social image (whether the event is compatible with social norms and the individual’s 
self-concept)” (p. 10). The use of novel, pleasant activities often stimulated both Ryo and Yoshi 
to participate; however, as the difficulty level began to increase in lesson 7, it was Yoshi’s happy-
go-lucky disposition combined with the support of his classmates that gave him the coping 
potential to overcome adversity. Ryo, on the other hand, seemed to lack such coping potential, so 
when time pressure began to affect my ability to deliver specific, goal-oriented feedback, it had a 
greater impact on his motivation. According to Shute (2008), not presenting feedback in 
manageable units may lead to cognitive overload, as “the complexity of feedback is inversely 
related to students ability to correct errors and learn efficiently” (p. 12), However, the shift to 
clear, manageable feedback in more level-appropriate units positively affected Ryo’s goal/need 
significance (see above), causing him to stay on task longer. This is supported by the research of 
Fisher et al. (as cited in Shute, 2008), which shows that “for a learner to remain motivated and 
engaged depends upon a close match between a learner’s goals and expectations that these goals 
can be met” (p. 12). If tasks are fun, goal-oriented, and provide opportunities for success, students 
like Ryo are far more likely to stay motivated. 
 When students engaged in unacceptable behavior such as off-topic L1 chatting or coming 
to class unprepared, I provided motivational feedback, highlighting a lack of effort as opposed to 
a lack of ability. Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011) assert that in failure situations, “teachers should 
generally emphasize the low effort exerted as being a strong reason for underachievement because 
this communicates to students that they can do better in the future” (p. 127). Noels (2003) also 
points out that “it is essential for instructors to show they are personally committed to the students’ 
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learning progress” (p. 126). Therefore, when Group A gave minimal effort, a sincere declaration 
of my commitment to them along with a reminder of the effort-level expected of them was enough 
to turn things around. This approach may have affected students’ EM-introjected regulation, a 
form of motivation in which students perform tasks due to an internalized pressure to do things 
they think they should do to avoid feelings of guilt from disappointing others. However, EM-
introjected regulation is about as likely to promote long-term L2 motivation as the entrance exam 
does for high school students. Therefore, I will need to develop alternative strategies that better 
instill long-term intrinsic and extrinsic motivation if I want my students to keep pursuing their L2 
goals in the future. 
 
CONCLUSION 
One thing I have learned by tracking low-proficiency student motivation using RQM journaling 
is how essential it is to begin the remotivation process right away. Nitta and Asano (as cited in 
Ushioda, 2013) suggest that “initial motivational states can be a litmus test for predicting the 
success of classroom learning” (p. 9). Ushioda (2013) goes on to state that students who begin 
their university English courses with low motivation tend to remain poorly motivated and are more 
likely to be affected by negative learning experiences; however, those who begin with high 
motivation are better able to stay motivated despite challenges. For that reason, we need to 
establish, foster, and protect student motivation from the moment they enter the classroom. 
Dörnyei (2005) believes that integrativeness can be developed through the creation of a new L2 
Motivational Self Systems that fosters a sense of students’ Ideal L2 Self, stating that “if the person 
we would like to become speaks an L2, the Ideal L2 Self is a powerful motivator to learn the L2 
because of the desire to reduce discrepancy between our actual and ideal selves” (p. 105). For 
example, if the amotivated baseball players were asked to imagine how improving their L2 might 
positively influence their sports careers, they might see themselves playing Major League Baseball 
and being interviewed in English after hitting the game-winning homerun. This newly formed 
Ideal L2 Self could instill a desire to continue learning the L2 in hopes of becoming more like the 
imagined L2 self. The process then continues as students develop choice motivation, a process in 
which “the generated motivation leads to the selection of the goal or task that the individual will 
pursue” (p.84). Students’ individual L2 goals could then be pasted in their textbooks for future 
reference throughout the course. 
 However, it is not only the establishment of L2 Motivational Self Systems that should take 
place on day one. Dörnyei (as cited in Woodrow, 2012) suggests that after individual goals are 
discussed at a class level, group goals can then be negotiated. In the first lesson, EDC students are 
given a handbook with course rules, of which they have little input. However, in order to better 
facilitate group cohesion and autonomy, I’d like to try working with students to establish their 
own class rules in hopes of fostering teamwork, security, and peer acceptance. Dörnyei and 
Ushioda (2011) suggest rules for peer acceptance such as “let’s try to listen to each other” and 
“let’s help each other” (p. 121). This process not only helps develop a collective sense of shared 
responsibility but also influences the collective mood state, which George (as cited in Forsyth, 
2010) believes “will lead to increases in a number of pro-group actions including helping out other 
members, protecting the group, making constructive suggestions, and spreading goodwill during 
interpersonal encounters” (pp. 48-49). I look forward to exploring how L2 Motivational Self 
Systems along with self-generated rules can influence motivation, teamwork, and class 
cohesiveness. 
 By using RQM to evaluate student motivation, I have learned that we should not expect 
incoming freshman to arrive at compulsory L2 classrooms fully motivated. Instead, we must 
remotivate them, serving as guides on their journeys towards L2 proficiency. Dörnyei describes 
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teachers as “key social figures who significantly affect the motivational quality of the learning 
process in positive and negative ways,” making us akin to a powerful “motivational tool” (Dörnyei 
& Ushioda, 2011, p. 109). Kimura, Nakata, and Okumura (2001) also remind us that as EFL 
teachers, we “are the main provider of English due to the absence of a target language community” 
(pp. 58-59), making us an influential factor in shaping students’ integrativeness. In the future, I 
hope to better meet the needs of my students by establishing shared expectations, setting 
motivational goals, providing goal-oriented feedback, and showing enthusiasm for each individual 
I come in contact with, regardless of his or her motivational level. 
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